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A voice agent device includes: a position detection unit which
detects a position of a person in a conversation space to which
the voice agent device is capable of providing information; a
voice volume detection unit which detects a voice volume of
the person from a sound signal in the conversation space
obtained by a sound acquisition unit; a conversation area
determination unit which determines a conversation area as a
first area including the position when the voice volume has a
first voice volume value and determines the conversation area
as a second area including the position and being smaller than
the first area when the voice volume has a second voice
volume value smaller than the first voice volume value, the
conversation area being a spatial range where an utterance of
the person can be heard; and an information provision unit
which provides provision information to the conversation
area.
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FIG. 7
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FIG. 10
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FIG. 11

220B

Name Relationship

Jiro Suzuki Family

Hanako Sato| Friend

Jiro Tanaka | Acquaintance




U.S. Patent Apr. 26,2016 Sheet 12 of 13 US 9,324,326 B2
FIG. 12
( Start ’
Y - S141
Obtain content display request
Y S142
Obtain privacy setting o
information on content
Y - S143
Obtain relationship between people
in conversation area
S144
All information
necessary for determination
obtained?
$145
_ People
in conversation area
included in content disclosure
range?
Yes
v S146 V S147
Approve display of Prohibit display
content of content
B |
Y

End



US 9,324,326 B2

Sheet 13 of 13

Apr. 26,2016

U.S. Patent

| Aeidsig \ Aeldsi@ //

/|
\ a+01/ A ;
117 | _
o [PuoudoddlN et .. Jouoydouoiy
azo1” - R ' acor’~
L J»jeads m
U To 0 L [0 1o 7| \ ............................... _{puoydouoin
acort
2C0T V0T

9DIADp Juabe 22100

00T/
¢T '©OI



US 9,324,326 B2

1
VOICE AGENT DEVICE AND METHOD FOR
CONTROLLING THE SAME

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present application is based on and claims priority of
Japanese Patent Application No. 2012-235902 filed on Oct.
25,2012. The entire disclosure of the above-identified appli-
cation, including the specification, drawings and claims is
incorporated herein by reference in its entirety.

FIELD

The present disclosure relates to a voice agent device.

BACKGROUND

Patent Literature 1 (PTL 1) discloses an example of the
background art. The communication robot disclosedin PTL 1
has a conversation with a human using a sound. Moreover, the
purpose of using the communication robot is to facilitate a
conversation between people in a particular space and build a
better human relationship.

When detecting two or more people whose distance is
within a predetermined value, this communication robot
determines that the people are in close proximity to each
other, and approaches the people to identify individuals. This
enables the communication robot to output by sound, infor-
mation of common interest among the identified individuals,
and to display a text, image, or video in a display.

CITATION LIST
Patent Literature

[PTL 1] Japanese Unexamined Patent Application Publica-
tion No. 2007-222968

SUMMARY
Technical Problem

However, it is important for a voice agent device such as the
above communication robot to appropriately identify the
space where people are having a conversation.

One non-limiting and exemplary embodiment provides a
voice agent device capable of appropriately identifying the
spatial range where people are having a conversation.

Solution to Problem

A voice agent device according to an aspect of the present
disclosure includes: a position detection unit which detects a
position of a person in a conversation space which is a space
to which the voice agent device is capable of providing infor-
mation; a voice volume detection unit which detects a voice
volume of the person from a sound signal in the conversation
space obtained by a sound acquisition unit; a conversation
area determination unit which determines a conversation area
as a first area including the position when the voice volume
has a first voice volume value and determines the conversa-
tion area as a second area including the position and being
smaller than the first area when the voice volume has a second
voice volume value smaller than the first voice volume value,
the conversation area being a spatial range where an utterance
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2

of'the person can be heard; and an information provision unit
which provides provision information to the conversation
area.

It should be noted that general and specific aspect(s) dis-
closed above may be implemented using a system, a method,
an integrated circuit, a computer program, or a computer-
readable recording medium such as a CD-ROM, or any com-
bination of systems, methods, integrated circuits, computer
programs, or computer-readable recording media.

Additional benefits and advantages of the disclosed
embodiment will be apparent from the Specification and
Drawings. The benefits and/or advantages may be individu-
ally obtained by the various embodiments and features of the
Specification and Drawings, which need not all be provided
in order to obtain one or more of such benefits and/or advan-
tages.

Advantageous Effects

The present disclosure can provide a voice agent device
capable of appropriately identifying the spatial range where
people are having a conversation.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

These and other objects, advantages and features of the
disclosure will become apparent from the following descrip-
tion thereof taken in conjunction with the accompanying
drawings that illustrate a specific embodiment of the present
disclosure.

FIG. 1 illustrates a voice agent system according to an
embodiment.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating a voice agent device
according to an embodiment.

FIG. 3 is a flowchart illustrating processing performed by a
voice agent device according to an embodiment.

FIG. 4 is a flowchart illustrating the processing of deter-
mining a conversation area performed by a voice agent device
according to an embodiment.

FIG. 5 is a graph showing a relationship between a SN ratio
and the distance between a microphone and a conversation
area according to an embodiment.

FIG. 6 illustrates relationships between the SN ratios of
microphones and distances to a conversation area according
to an embodiment.

FIG. 7 is a conceptual diagram showing a method for
determining a conversation area according to an embodiment.

FIG. 8A illustrates an example of a conversation area when
a voice volume is small according to an embodiment.

FIG. 8B illustrates an example of a conversation area when
a voice volume is large according to an embodiment.

FIG. 9A illustrates an example of a conversation area when
an ambient sound is small according to an embodiment.

FIG. 9B illustrates an example of a conversation area when
an ambient sound is large according to an embodiment.

FIG. 10 illustrates an example of individual profile infor-
mation according to an embodiment.

FIG. 11 illustrates an example of human relationship infor-
mation according to an embodiment.

FIG. 12 is a flowchart illustrating the processing of select-
ing a topic of conversation performed by a voice agent device
according to an embodiment.

FIG. 13 illustrates a voice agent system according to a
modification of an embodiment.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENT

(Underlying Knowledge Forming Basis of the Present Dis-
closure)

The inventors of the present application have found that the
following problem lies in the conventional technology.
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When detecting two or more people in close proximity to
each other, the communication robot disclosed in PTL 1 can
approach and have a conversation with the people. However,
the communication robot determines that the people are in
close proximity to each other only when the distance(s)
between the two or more people has a value not greater than
apredetermined value. Therefore, the inventors of the present
application have found that the following point is a problem.
Although the two or more people understand that they are
spending time together, and are having a conversation at voice
volumes which they can clearly hear each other, if the dis-
tance(s) between the people has a value beyond or equal to a
predetermined value, the communication robot determines
that the two or more people are not having a conversation.

Moreover, the communication robot disclosed in PTL 1
can provide information of common interest among people.
However, the communication robot does not know a relation-
ship between the people, for example, whether they are fam-
ily members, friends, or strangers. Therefore, the inventors of
the present application have found that even if information is
inappropriate depending on a relationship between people in
close proximity to each other, the communication robot can
not determine whether or not the information should be pro-
vided.

In addition, information provided by the sound of the com-
munication robot disclosed in PTL 1 may be heard by other
people to whom the information should not be provided. The
inventors of the present application have found that a problem
is, for example, in that when it is inappropriate to provide
information to the people other than people to whom the
information should be provided, the information provision
cannot be prevented.

Specifically, for instance, the following assumes the situ-
ation: in a house, a father and a visitor are having a conver-
sation, and a mother and their child are having a conversation
at some distance from the father and the visitor. In this situ-
ation, it is not a problem if the voice agent device provides
information including private information on the family dur-
ing the conversation between the mother and the child. How-
ever, it is not preferable that this information be known by the
visitor.

Moreover, for instance, the information which may be
provided during the conversation between the father and the
mother is different from the information which may be pro-
vided during the conversation between the father and the
child.

To appropriately respond to the above situation, it is impor-
tant to appropriately identify a spatial range (conversation
area) where people are having a conversation in a conversa-
tion space (e.g., house), and control provision information
using the conversation area.

A voice agent device according to an aspect of the present
disclosure includes: a position detection unit which detects a
position of a person in a conversation space which is a space
to which the voice agent device is capable of providing infor-
mation; a voice volume detection unit which detects a voice
volume of the person from a sound signal in the conversation
space obtained by a sound acquisition unit; a conversation
area determination unit which determines a conversation area
as a first area including the position when the voice volume
has a first voice volume value and determines the conversa-
tion area as a second area including the position and being
smaller than the first area when the voice volume has a second
voice volume value smaller than the first voice volume value,
the conversation area being a spatial range where an utterance

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

4

of'the person can be heard; and an information provision unit
which provides provision information to the conversation
area.

According to this configuration, the voice agent device can
determine a conversation area where people are having a
conversation in view of voice volumes. This enables the voice
agent device to determine that people are having a conversa-
tion even if, for example, people at some distance from each
other are having a conversation at large voice volumes.

For example, the voice agent device may further include an
individual identification unit which identifies a person in the
conversation area, in which the information provision unit
includes: a memory unit which stores preset profile informa-
tion showing pieces of information on individuals; and an
information selection unit which, when people are in the
conversation area, selects the provision information to be
provided to the people, based on the profile information and
identification results obtained by the individual identification
unit.

According to this configuration, the voice agent device can
provide information appropriate for people having a conver-
sation.

Moreover, the profile information may show preset pieces
of information which can be provided to the individuals, and
when people are in the conversation area, the information
selection unit may determine, based on the profile informa-
tion, common information which can be provided to all of the
people, and select the provision information from the com-
mon information.

According to this configuration, the voice agent device can
provide appropriate information in view of, for example, the
individual profiles, privacy, and a human relationship of all
the people in the conversation area.

For example, the individual identification unit may identify
the person in the conversation area by recognizing a pre-
registered voiceprint of the person from the sound signal.

According to this configuration, the voice agent device can
identify a person in the conversation area from a sound. This
can achieve the above function without introducing a new
device for identifying individuals. Thus, cost reduction for
the voice agent device can be achieved.

For example, the voice agent device may further include an
ambient sound measurement unit which measures an ambient
sound in the conversation space, in which the conversation
area determination unit may determine the conversation area
as a third area when the ambient sound has a first sound
volume and determine the conversation area as a fourth area
smaller than the third area when the ambient sound has a
second sound volume larger than the first sound volume.

According to this configuration, the voice agent device can
more appropriately determine a conversation area since the
conversation area can be determined in view of an ambient
sound.

For example, the information provision unit may include
an output selection unit which selects an output device placed
nearest the conversation area from among a plurality of out-
put devices placed in the conversation space, and provides the
provision information to the conversation area by outputting
the provision information to the selected output device.

According to this configuration, the voice agent device can
provide information only to particular people to whom the
information may be provided among people in the conversa-
tion space.

For example, the output selection unit may output sound
information of a third sound volume as the provision infor-
mation when the conversation area is a fifth area, and may
output sound information of a fourth sound volume larger
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than the third sound volume as the provision information
when the conversation area is a sixth area larger than the fifth
area.

According to this configuration, the voice agent device can
provide information only to particular people to whom the
information may be provided among people in the conversa-
tion space.

For example, the information provision unit may include
an output selection unit which provides the provision infor-
mation to the conversation area in the conversation space via
an output device capable of providing information only to
part of the conversation space.

According to this configuration, the voice agent device can
provide information only to particular people to whom the
information may be provided among people in the conversa-
tion space.

Moreover, a method of controlling a voice agent device
according to an aspect of the present disclosure includes:
detecting a position of a person in a conversation space which
is a space to which the voice agent device is capable of
providing information; detecting a voice volume of the per-
son from a sound signal in the conversation space obtained by
a sound acquisition unit; determining, when the voice volume
has a first voice volume value, a conversation area as a first
area including the position, and determining, when the voice
volume has a second voice volume value smaller than the first
voice volume value, the conversation area as a second area
including the position and being smaller than the first area, the
conversation area being a spatial range where an utterance of
the person can be heard; and providing provision information
to the conversation area.

According to this, the area where people are having a
conversation can be determined in view of voice volumes by
the method of controlling.

It should be noted that general and specific aspect(s) dis-
closed above may be implemented using a system, a method,
an integrated circuit, a computer program, or a computer-
readable recording medium such as a CD-ROM, or any com-
bination of systems, methods, integrated circuits, computer
programs, or computer-readable recording media.

The following details an embodiment with reference to
drawings.

It should be noted that each of the exemplary embodiments
described below shows a general or specific example. The
numerical values, shapes, materials, structural elements, the
arrangement and connection of the structural elements, steps,
the processing order of the steps etc. shown in the following
exemplary embodiments are mere examples, and therefore do
not limit the scope of the appended Claims and their equiva-
lents. Therefore, among the structural elements in the follow-
ing exemplary embodiments, structural elements not recited
in any one of the independent claims are described as arbi-
trary structural elements.

Embodiment

The following describes a method for a voice agent device
selecting a topic of conversation based on the understanding
of an environment in which people are placed, in particular
when two or more people are in the same space, and a device
for achieving the method.

The following describes in order the configuration of a
voice agent system, the configuration of the voice agent
device, the procedure of processing performed by the voice
agent device, the procedure of determining a conversation
area, a specific example of profile information, and the pro-
cedure of selecting a topic of conversation.
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6

The following describes the configuration of the voice
agent system including the voice agent device according to
the present embodiment. FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrat-
ing the voice agent system according to the present embodi-
ment.

The voice agent system shown in FIG. 1 includes a voice
agent device 100, microphones 102A to 102D, speakers 103A
t0 103C, and displays 104A and 104B. It should be noted that
when the microphones 102A to 102D are not distinguished
from each other, they are also referred to as microphones 102.
Moreover, when the speakers 103A to 103C are not distin-
guished from each other, they are also referred to as speakers
103. When the displays 104 A and 104B are not distinguished
from each other, they are also referred to as displays 104.
Moreover, the respective number of the microphones 102, the
speakers 103, and the displays 104 is not limited to the respec-
tive number stated above, but may be a given number.

Here, the microphone 102 is just an example of a sound
acquisition unit for acquiring sound in a conversation space
111. Moreover, the speaker 103 is placed in the conversation
space 111, and is an example of a sound output unit for
outputting a sound to the conversation space 111. The display
104 is placed in the conversation space 111, and is an example
of a display unit for displaying a text, image, and video.

The voice agent device 100 (also referred to as a conver-
sation agent device or voice conversation agent device) has a
conversation with people in the conversation space 111. In
other words, the conversation space 111 is a space to which
the voice agent device 100 can provide information (space
where a conversation between the voice agent device 100 and
people is possible).

The voice agent device 100 recognizes the voice of a user,
and displays information in the speaker 103 or the display 104
according to an instruction by voice input from the user. More
specifically, the voice agent device 100 displays content
according to the instruction by the voice input from the user,
and answers a question from the user. It should be noted that
when the user is not trying to have a conversation with the
voice agent device 100, if a predetermined condition is satis-
fied, the voice agent device 100 may voluntarily ask the user
a question.

Moreover, here, the voice agent device 100 is connected to
the speakers 103 and the displays 104. However, the voice
agent device 100 may be connected to either speakers 103 or
the displays 104. Moreover, wired or wireless connection is
possible for the connection between the voice agent device
100 and the speakers 103 and the connection between the
voice agent device 100 and the displays 104. Moreover, at
least some of the microphones 102, the speakers 103, and the
displays 104 may be integrated.

This voice agent system is placed in a room in a building
such as a house or office. In an example shown in FIG. 1, there
are three people 101 A to 101C in the conversation space 111.
The person 101A and the person 101B of the three people
101A to 101C are in close proximity to each other, and are
having a conversation. Moreover, the person 101C is distant
from the person 101A and the person 101B. Moreover, the
person 101A is a speaker.

The voice agent device 100 determines, according to sound
signals obtained from the microphones 102, a conversation
area 110 which is a spatial range where the utterance of the
person 101A can be heard. The voice agent device 100 iden-
tifies that people in the conversation area 110 are the person
101 A and the person 101B. The voice agent device 100 pro-
vides information by controlling the sound volume and others
of'the speaker 103 so that the person 101A and 101B can hear.
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The following describes the configuration of the voice
agent device 100. FIG. 2 is a block diagram showing a system
configuration of the voice agent device 100.

As shown in FIG. 2, the voice agent device 100 includes a
sound acquisition unit 201, a position detection unit 202, a
voice volume detection unit 203, an ambient sound measure-
ment unit 204, an individual identification unit 205, a conver-
sation area determination unit 206, and an information pro-
vision unit 207.

The sound acquisition unit 201 acquires sound signals 221
obtained by the microphones 102.

The position detection unit 202 detects the position coor-
dinates of a person (position 222) in the conversation space
111. Specifically, the position detection unit 202 detects the
position 222 based on the voice (voice volume) of the person
included in the sound signals 221. It should be noted that the
position detection unit 202 may detect the position 222 based
on information obtained by a camera or a sensor. It should be
noted that the use of sound is more preferable since other
device (such as a camera) is unnecessary for the position
detection. Moreover, when the sound is not used for the
position detection, the voice agent device 100 may obtain the
sound signal 221 from the same microphone 102.

The voice volume detection unit 203 detects a voice vol-
ume 223 of a person from the sound signal 221.

The ambient sound measurement unit 204 measures from
the sound signal 221, an ambient sound 224 indicating the
noise level of the conversation space 111.

The individual identification unit 205 identifies a person in
the conversation space 111 (the conversation area 110). For
instance, the individual identification unit 205 identifies the
person in the conversation space 111 by recognizing the pre-
registered voiceprint of the person with the sound signal 221.
Specifically, the individual identification unit 205 retains
information on the pre-registered voiceprint of the person.
Moreover, the individual identification unit 205 identifies the
person by comparing the information on this voiceprint and
the voice volume of the person included in the sound signal
221. It should be noted that the individual identification unit
205 may identify the person by other means such as image
authentication or skeleton authentication. It should be noted
that the use of voice (voiceprint) is more preferable since
other device (such as a camera) is unnecessary for the position
detection.

The conversation area determination unit 206 determines
the conversation area 110 which is a spatial range where the
utterance of the person 101A in the conversation space 111
can be heard. Specifically, the conversation area determina-
tion unit 206 determines the conversation area 110 which
includes the position 222 and has a space size according to the
voice volume 223 and the ambient sound 224.

The information provision unit 207 provides provision
information to the conversation area 110. Here, the provision
information is at least one of sound information, text infor-
mation, an image, and a video. Specifically, the information
provision unit 207 provides the provision information to the
speaker 103 or the display 104 according to an instruction by
voice input from the user. Moreover, the information provi-
sion unit 207 may provide, as the provision information,
information stored by the voice agent device 100 or informa-
tion obtained from other device.

The information provision unit 207 includes an informa-
tion selection unit 208, a memory unit 209, and an output
selection unit 210.

The memory unit 209 stores profile information 220
including pieces of information on individuals.
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The information selection unit 208 selects information to
be provided to the conversation area 110. For instance, when
there are two or more people in the conversation area 110, the
information selection unit 208 selects provision information
to be provided to the people based on the profile information
220 and identification results obtained by the individual iden-
tification unit 205.

The output selection unit 210 selects an output device
appropriate for the conversation area 110 from among output
devices (the speakers 103 and the displays 104) placed in the
conversation space 111, and output the provision information
to the selected output device. Here, the output device appro-
priate for the conversation area 110 is, for example, an output
device placed at the nearest position from the conversation
area 110.

The following describes the operation of the voice agent
device 100. FIG. 3 is a flowchart illustrating the procedure of
detecting people and changing a topic of conversation by the
voice agent device 100.

The position detection unit 202 detects the positions 222 of
the people 101 A to 101C in a room (conversation space 111)
(S101). The voice volume detection unit 203 detects the voice
volumes 223 of the people 101A to 101C (S102). The con-
versation area determination unit 206 determines the conver-
sation area 110 using the positions 222 and the voice volumes
223 (S5103). The individual identification unit 205 identifies
individuals, i.e., each of the people 101A to 101C in the
conversation space 111 (S104). It should be noted that the
step S101 to S104 may be performed in an arbitrary order, and
some of these steps may be performed concurrently.

Moreover, some or all of these steps S101 to S104 may be
constantly performed (may be repeated at predetermined time
intervals), or may be performed when a predetermined con-
dition is satisfied, for example, immediately before the voice
agent device 100 provides information. Moreover, the pro-
cessing of the steps S102 to S104 may be performed for all of
the people or some of the people in the conversation space
111. For instance, the voice volume detection processing
(S102) may be performed only for a speaker. Moreover, the
individual identification processing (S104) may be per-
formed only for the people in the conversation area 110
including the speaker.

FIG. 4 is a flowchart illustrating a specific example of the
processing of detecting a voice volume and determining a
conversation area shown in FIG. 3 (8103 and S104).

The ambient sound measurement unit 204 constantly mea-
sures the noise level (the ambient sound 224) of the conver-
sation space 111 where there are two or more people, from the
sound signals 221 obtained by the microphones 102 placed in
the conversation space 111 (S121). Moreover, the voice vol-
ume detection unit 203 detects the utterance of a person in the
conversation space 111 from the sound signals 221 (S122).
When the utterance of the person is detected (Yes in S122),
the voice volume detection unit 203 detects the voice volume
223 of the speaker by detecting the input level of the utterance
from the sound signals 221 (S123).

The conversation area determination unit 206 calculates a
signal-to-noise ratio (SN ratio) using the ambient sound 224
and the voice volume 223 detected in the steps S121 and S123
(S124). Here, the SN ratio is a value obtained by dividing the
voice volume 223 by the ambient sound 224. It should be
noted that the SN ratio is not limited to this, and it may have
any value as long as the SN ratio increases with an increase in
the voice volume 223 and decreases with an increase in the
ambient sound 224.

The conversation area determination unit 206 sets dis-
tances d between the conversation area 110 and the micro-
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phones 102 using the SN ratio (S125). The conversation area
determination unit 206 determines the conversation area 110
using the set distances (S126).

FIG. 5 is a graph showing the relationship between the SN
ratio and the distance d from the microphone 102 to the
conversation area 110. If the SN ratio is known, it is possible
to calculate the distance d between a microphone and the
conversation area based on the relationship shown in FIG. 5.
It should be noted that the relationship between the SN ratio
and the distance d shown in FIG. 5 is just an example, and
other relationships are also possible as long as the larger the
SN ratio is, the shorter the distance d is.

FIG. 6 illustrates the relationships between the SN ratios of
the microphones 102A to 102D and the distances d to the
conversation area in the example shown in FIG. 7.

FIG. 7 is a conceptual diagram showing a method for
determining the conversation area 110. As shown in FIG. 7,
the conversation area determination unit 206 calculates from
the SN ratios, distances d1 to d4 between the conversation
area 110 and the microphones 102A to 102D. The conversa-
tion area determination unit 206 draws circles so that each
microphone 102 is the center of a circle and the distance d is
the radius. The conversation area determination unit 206
determines as the conversation area 110, a space except the
areas occupied by the drawn circles in the conversation space
111.

It should be noted that the above described as an example
that the ambient sound 224 is constantly measured. However,
the ambient sound may be measured when a predetermined
condition is satisfied, for example, when an utterance is
detected. In this case, the ambient sound measurement unit
204 may extract the ambient sound 224 from the sound sig-
nals 221 through filter processing or the like.

Moreover, the method for determining the conversation
area 110 is not limited to the above method, and other meth-
ods may be employed. For example, the conversation area
110 may be a circle having the position 222 as its center. The
radius of the circle increases with an increase in the voice
volume 223, and decreases with an increase in the ambient
sound 224. That is, as shown in FIGS. 8A and 8B, when the
voice volume 223 has a first voice volume value, the conver-
sation area determination unit 206 determines the conversa-
tion area 110 as a first area. When the voice volume 223 has
a second voice volume value smaller than the first voice
volume value, the conversation area determination unit 206
determines the conversation area 110 as a second area smaller
than the first area. Moreover, as shown in FIGS. 9A and 9B,
when the ambient sound 224 has a first sound volume, the
conversation area determination unit 206 determines the con-
versation area 110 as a third area. When the ambient sound
224 has a second sound volume larger than the first volume,
the conversation area determination unit 206 determines the
conversation area 110 as a fourth area smaller than the third
area.

It should be noted that the conversation area 110 does not
have to be a circle, and may be in an arbitrary shape. More-
over, the conversation area 110 does not have to be an area
having the position 222 as its center or centroid, and may be
an area including the position 222. Moreover, the processing
in view of the ambient sound 224 was described above. How-
ever, the conversation area determination unit 206 may deter-
mine the conversation area 110 only based on the voice vol-
ume 223 without taking into account the ambient sound 224.

It should be noted that when the voice volume 223 and the
ambient sound 224 are taken into account and the sound
signals 221 from the microphones 102 are used, the conver-
sation area 110 can be appropriately determined by simple
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processing using the SN ratios as described above. Specifi-
cally, only by a series of the steps described above, it is
possible to calculate the conversation area 110 in view of the
position and voice volume of'a speaker and an ambient sound.

The following description is again based on FIG. 3.

After the determination of the conversation area 110
(S103) and the individual identification processing (S104),
the information selection unit 208 selects provision informa-
tion to be provided to the conversation area 110 (S105).
Specifically, the information selection unit 208 selects the
provision information based on the profile information 220
including pieces of information on individuals and stored in
the memory unit 209. Moreover, when there are two or more
people in the conversation area 110, the information selection
unit 208 selects the provision information to be provided to
the people, based on the profile information 220 and identi-
fication results obtained by the individual identification unit
205.

Here, the profile information 220 includes individual pro-
file information 220A and human relationship information
220B.

FIG. 10 illustrates a specific example of the individual
profile information 220A. The individual profile information
220A includes privacy setting information 220C which indi-
cates the disclosure range of the information set for each piece
of information. The individual profile information 220A is
provided for each person. It should be noted that part of the
individual profile information 220 A may be managed as com-
mon information among individuals.

FIG. 11 is a specific example of the human relationship
information 220B. The human relationship information 220B
shows the relationship (e.g., family) between a person (e.g.,
Taro Suzuki) and another person (e.g., Jiro Suzuki).

The information selection unit 208 can determine informa-
tion which can be provided to each person by using the
privacy setting information 220C and the human relationship
information 220B. That is, the profile information 220
includes preset pieces of information which can be provided
to the individuals. Moreover, when there are two or more
people in the conversation area 110, the information selection
unit 208 determines common information which can be pro-
vided to all of the people, based on the profile information
220, and selects provision information from the common
information.

The following describes, as a specific example of the pro-
vision information selection processing shown in FIG. 3
(S105), the operation of the voice agent device 100 when a
speaker (e.g., the person 101A) instructs the voice agent
device 100 to display content.

FIG. 12 is a flowchart illustrating the procedure of select-
ing a topic of conversation.

The information provision unit 207 obtains a content dis-
play request from a result of analyzing the sound signals 221
(S141). The information selection unit 208 obtains based on
individual identification results, the privacy setting informa-
tion 220C of target content included in the individual profile
information 220A of each person (e.g., the persons 101A and
101B) in the conversation area 110 (S142). Moreover, the
information selection unit 208 obtains the relationship
between the people in the conversation area 110 based on the
human relationship information 220B (S143).

When necessary information is obtained in the steps S142
and S143 (Yes in S144), the information selection unit 208
determines, using the disclosure range shown in the privacy
setting information 220C of the content (hereinafter referred
to as “content disclosure range”) and the relationship(s)
between the people in the conversation area 110, whether all
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of'the people in the conversation area 110 are included in the
content disclosure range (S145). When all the people in the
conversation area 110 are included in the content disclosure
range (Yes in S145), the information selection unit 208
approves the display of content (S146), and the output selec-
tion unit 210 displays the content. Meanwhile, when at least
one of the people in the conversation area 110 is not included
in the content disclosure range (No in S145), the information
selection unit 208 prohibits the display of the content (S147).

Moreover, in the step S144, when the obtainment of all the
information necessary for determination is failed (No in
S144), the information selection unit 208 prohibits the dis-
play of the content (S147). Here, as an example of the case
where the obtainment of all the information necessary for
determination is failed, the following case can be assumed.
The information on at least one person among the people in
the conversation area 110 is not registered in the voice agent
device 100, and the relationship(s) between the person and
the other person (people) is not included in the human rela-
tionship information 220B.

Moreover, the above described as an example that the
content is displayed according to user’s instruction. However,
similar processing can be performed also when the voice
agent device 100 voluntarily displays information. In this
case, the information selection unit 208 selects provision
information from the information which may be provided to
all the people in the conversation area 110.

The following description is again based on FIG. 3.

After the selection of the provision information (S105), the
output selection unit 210 selects an output device (speaker or
display) to which information is to be outputted (S106). Spe-
cifically, the output selection unit 210 selects the output
device to which the information is to be outputted so that the
provision information is provided only to the conversation
area 110 of the conversation space 111. For instance, the
output selection unit 210 selects the output device placed at
the nearest position to the conversation area 110.

Moreover, the output selection unit 210 changes, according
to the size of the conversation area 110, the sound volume of
sound information outputted by the speaker 103. Specifically,
the output selection unit 210 increases the sound volume of
the sound information with an increase in the size of the
conversation area 110. That is, when the conversation area
110 is a fifth area, the output selection unit 210 outputs the
sound information of a third sound volume as provision infor-
mation. When the conversation area 110 is a sixth area larger
than the fifth area, the output selection unit 210 outputs the
sound information of a fourth sound volume larger than the
third sound volume.

In other words, the output selection unit 210 changes the
sound volume of sound information outputted by the speaker
103, according to the voice volume 223 of a conversation
between/among the people in the conversation area 110. Spe-
cifically, the output selection unit 210 increases the sound
volume with an increase in the voice volume 223. Moreover,
the output selection unit 210 changes, according to the ambi-
ent sound 224, the sound volume of sound information out-
putted by the speaker 103. Specifically, the output selection
unit 210 decreases the sound volume with an increase in the
ambient sound 224. Moreover, the output selection unit 210
may change the sound volume according to information
included in the individual profile information 220B of each
person in the conversation area 110 (such as age).

It should be noted that the output selection unit 210 may
change sound quality (such as frequency) according to at least
one of the size of the conversation area 110, the voice volume
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223 of a conversation between/among people in the conver-
sation area 110, the ambient sound 224, and the individual
profile information 220B.

The output selection unit 210 causes the selected output
device to display provision information (S107).

It should be noted that the order of the selection of the
provision information (S105) and the selection of a device to
which the information is to be outputted (S106) may be
reversed, and part of the steps may be performed concur-
rently.

Moreover, the above described as an example that the voice
agent device 100 is connected to more than one output device.
However, the voice agent device 100 may be connected to
only one output device capable of providing information only
to part of the conversation space 111. Here, a directional
speaker or the like is an example of the output device capable
of providing the information only to the part of the conversa-
tion space 111. In this case, the output selection unit 210
provides provision information only to the conversation area
110 of the conversation space 111 via the output device.

FIG. 13 is a block diagram of a voice agent system in this
case. As shown in FIG. 13, the voice agent device 100 is
connected to a speaker 103D such as the directional speaker
or the like. The output selection unit 210 in the voice agent
device 100 controls the speaker 103D so that sound informa-
tion is outputted only to the conversation area 110.

Thus, the voice agent device 100, for example, continu-
ously measures the ambient sound 224 and continuously
detects the positions 222 of people in a room. When the voice
volume detection unit 203 detects the utterance of a person in
the room, the conversation area determination unit 206
detects the position and the voice volume of the speaker, and
determines the conversation area 110 which is a spatial range
where the utterance of the speaker can be heard, based on the
ratio of the signal level of an ambient sound and the voice
volume of the speaker. The individual identification unit 205
identifies individuals by recognizing the voiceprints of the
people in the conversation area 110. The information selec-
tion unit 208 can obtain relationship(s) between the identified
individuals, and select a topic of conversation based on the
relationship(s). That is, the voice agent device 100 can facili-
tate the conversation in a room where there are two or more
people, without providing inappropriate information depend-
ing on a relationship between people.

Thus, the voice agent devices according to the embodiment
were described. However, the present disclosure is not limited
to the present embodiment.

Moreover, each processing unit in the voice agent devices
according to the embodiment is typically realized as a large-
scale integration (L.SI) which is an integrated circuit. These
may be integrated into individual one chip or integrated into
one chip so as to include a part or all of these.

Moreover, circuit integration is not limited to the LSI, and
a special circuit or a general purpose processor may also
achieve the circuit integration. A field programmable gate
array (FPGA) that can be programmed after manufacturing
the LSI or a reconfigurable processor that allows the connec-
tion or setting of a circuit cell in the LSI to be reconfigured.

Itshould be noted that each structural element in the above-
described embodiment may be formed of a dedicated hard-
ware product, or may be realized by executing a software
program suitable for the each structural element. The each
structural element may be realized by a program executing
unit such as a CPU or a processor reading and executing the
software program recorded on a recording medium such as a
hard disk drive or a semiconductor memory.
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Furthermore, the present disclosure may be the above pro-
gram or a non-transitory computer-readable recording
medium having the program stored thereon. Moreover, the
above program can be, of course, distributed via a transmis-
sion medium such as the Internet.

Moreover, all the numbers used above are exemplified to
detail the present disclosure, and the present disclosure is not
limited to the exemplified numbers. Moreover, the connec-
tions between the structural elements are exemplified to detail
the present disclosure, and the connections for achieving the
function of the present disclosure are not limited to this.

Moreover, the division of the functional blocks in the block
diagrams is just an example. Multiple functional blocks may
be achieved as one functional block, one functional block
may be divided into multiple blocks, or part of a function may
be transferred to another functional block. Moreover, the
parallel or time-division processing of the functions of mul-
tiple functional blocks having similar functions may be per-
formed by the same hardware or software.

Although only some exemplary embodiments have been
described above, the scope of the Claims of the present appli-
cation is not limited to these embodiments. Those skilled in
the art will readily appreciate that various modifications may
be made in these exemplary embodiments and that other
embodiments may be obtained by arbitrarily combining the
structural elements of the embodiments without materially
departing from the novel teachings and advantages of the
subject matter recited in the appended Claims. Accordingly,
all such modifications and other embodiments are included in
the present disclosure.

INDUSTRIAL APPLICABILITY

The present disclosure is applicable to a voice agent device.

The invention claimed is:
1. A voice agent device comprising:

a position detection unit configured to detect a position of

a person in a conversation space which is a space to
which the voice agent device is capable of providing
information;

a voice volume detection unit configured to detect a voice
volume of the person from a sound signal in the conver-
sation space obtained by a sound acquisition unit;

a conversation area determination unit configured to:

when the voice volume has a first voice volume value,
determine a conversation area as a first area including
the position; and

when the voice volume has a second voice volume value
smaller than the first voice volume value, determine the
conversation area as a second area including the position
and being smaller than the first area,

the conversation area being a spatial range where an utter-
ance of the person can be heard;

an information provision unit configured to provide provi-
sion information to the conversation area; and

an individual identification unit configured to identify a
person in the conversation area,

wherein the information provision unit includes:

a memory unit configured to store preset profile informa-
tion showing pieces of information on individuals; and

an information selection unit configured to, when people
are in the conversation area, select the provision infor-
mation to be provided to the people, based on the profile
information and identification results obtained by the
individual identification unit.
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2. The voice agent device according to claim 1,

wherein the profile information shows preset pieces of
information which can be provided to the individuals,
and

when people are in the conversation area, the information
selection unit is configured to determine, based on the
profile information, common information which can be
provided to all of the people, and select the provision
information from the common information.

3. The voice agent device according to claim 1,

wherein the individual identification unit is configured to
identify the person in the conversation area by recogniz-
ing a pre-registered voiceprint of the person from the
sound signal.

4. A voice agent device comprising:

a position detection unit configured to detect a position of
a person in a conversation space which is a space to
which the voice agent device is capable of providing
information;

a voice volume detection unit configured to detect a voice
volume of the person from a sound signal in the conver-
sation space obtained by a sound acquisition unit;

a conversation area determination unit configured to:

when the voice volume has a first voice volume value,
determine a conversation area as a first area including
the position; and

when the voice volume has a second voice volume value
smaller than the first voice volume value, determine the
conversation area as a second area including the position
and being smaller than the first area,

the conversation area being a spatial range where an utter-
ance of the person can be heard;

an information provision unit configured to provide provi-
sion information to the conversation area; and

an ambient sound measurement unit configured to measure
an ambient sound in the conversation space,

wherein the conversation area determination unit is con-
figured to:

when the ambient sound has a first sound volume, deter-
mine the conversation area as a third area; and

when the ambient sound has a second sound volume larger
than the first sound volume, determine the conversation
area as a fourth area smaller than the third area.

5. A method of controlling a voice agent device, the method

comprising:

detecting a position of a person in a conversation space
which is a space to which the voice agent device is
capable of providing information;

detecting a voice volume of the person from a sound signal
in the conversation space obtained by a sound acquisi-
tion unit;

determining, when the voice volume has a first voice vol-
ume value, a conversation area as a first area including
the position, and determining, when the voice volume
has a second voice volume value smaller than the first
voice volume value, the conversation area as a second
area including the position and being smaller than the
first area, the conversation area being a spatial range
where an utterance of the person can be heard;

providing provision information to the conversation area;
and

identifying a person in the conversation area;

wherein in said providing, when people are in the conver-
sation area, the provision information to be provided to
the people is selected based on (i) stored preset profile
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information showing pieces of information on individu-
als and (ii) identification results obtained in said identi-
fying.

6. A non-transitory computer-readable recording medium
having a program stored thereon for causing a computer to
execute the method of controlling the voice agent device
according to claim 5.

7. An integrated circuit for use in a voice agent device, the
integrated circuit comprising:

a position detection unit configured to detect a position of

a person in a conversation space which is a space to
which the voice agent device is capable of providing
information;

a voice volume detection unit configured to detect a voice
volume of the person from a sound signal in the conver-
sation space obtained by a sound acquisition unit;

a conversation area determination unit configured to:

when the voice volume has a first voice volume value,
determine a conversation area as a first area including
the position; and

when the voice volume has a second voice volume value
smaller than the first voice volume value, determine the
conversation area as a second area including the position
and being smaller than the first area,

the conversation area being a spatial range where an utter-
ance of the person can be heard;

an information provision unit configured to provide provi-
sion information to the conversation area; and

an individual identification unit configured to identify a
person in the conversation area,

wherein the information provision unit includes:

a memory unit configured to store preset profile informa-
tion showing pieces of information on individuals; and

an information selection unit configured to, when people
are in the conversation area, select the provision infor-
mation to be provided to the people, based on the profile
information and identification results obtained by the
individual identification unit.

8. A method of controlling a voice agent device, the method

comprising:

detecting a position of a person in a conversation space
which is a space to which the voice agent device is
capable of providing information;

detecting a voice volume of the person from a sound signal
in the conversation space obtained by a sound acquisi-
tion unit;

determining, when the voice volume has a first voice vol-
ume value, a conversation area as a first area including
the position, and determining, when the voice volume
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has a second voice volume value smaller than the first
voice volume value, the conversation area as a second
area including the position and being smaller than the
first area, the conversation area being a spatial range
where an utterance of the person can be heard;

providing provision information to the conversation area;
and

measuring an ambient sound in the conversation space,

wherein, in said determining, when the ambient sound has
afirst sound volume, the conversation area is determined
as a third area, and when the ambient sound has a second
sound volume larger than the first sound volume, the
conversation area is determined as a fourth area smaller
than the third area.

9. A non-transitory computer-readable recording medium
having a program stored thereon for causing a computer to
execute the method of controlling the voice agent device
according to claim 8.

10. An integrated circuit for use in a voice agent device, the
integrated circuit comprising:

a position detection unit configured to detect a position of
a person in a conversation space which is a space to
which the voice agent device is capable of providing
information;

a voice volume detection unit configured to detect a voice
volume of the person from a sound signal in the conver-
sation space obtained by a sound acquisition unit;

a conversation area determination unit configured to:

when the voice volume has a first voice volume value,
determine a conversation area as a first area including
the position; and

when the voice volume has a second voice volume value
smaller than the first voice volume value, determine the
conversation area as a second area including the position
and being smaller than the first area,

the conversation area being a spatial range where an utter-
ance of the person can be heard;

an information provision unit configured to provide provi-
sion information to the conversation area; and

an ambient sound measurement unit configured to measure
an ambient sound in the conversation space,

wherein the conversation area determination unit is con-
figured to:

when the ambient sound has a first sound volume, deter-
mine the conversation area as a third area; and

when the ambient sound has a second sound volume larger
than the first sound volume, determine the conversation
area as a fourth area smaller than the third area.
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